
Attachment 02 

AGRICUL nJRE AND AGRARIAN REFORM IN CENTRAL AMERICA 

Population and Economic Growth 

In 1982, five of the six Spanish speaking nations in Central America had over 

forty (4-0) percent of their labor force engaged in agricultur~. Costa Ric~, the one 

exception, had 36 percent of its labor force in agriculture. The prevailing vocation in 

Central America clearly remains rural and agrarian in character. 

Second, population growth rates continue to be excessive: in 1982, excepting 

Panama, all Central American countries were growing at an annual rate of 2.5 percent 

o.r more. (Population "doubling time" for a country growing at 2.5 percent per annum is 

twenty-eight (28) years.) These population growth rates are one of the central factors 

explaining the severe land pressures which exist in Central America today. J 

Third, growth rates in the national economies of Central America from roughly 

the end of World War II to the later years of the last decade were quite impressive -

averaging about 5.3 percent in GNP growth per annum. However, the incremental 

wealth generated by this growth generally has not been well-distributed. Development 

strategies which favored import substitution and low labor absorptive industrialization 

inordinately benefited the small commercial monied classes; and within the rural 

sector, government taxation, investment, monetary and fiscal policies markedly 

favored the interests of cash crop, export-oriented commercial agriculture. With few 

exceptions, the bulk of small primary producers involved mainly in the production of 

basic grains, far-and-away the largest segment of the agricultural sector, benefited 

much less from this extended period of economic growth. 

The Role of Commercial Agriculture 

With the increases in energy costs and continued low international market 

prices for products such as cotton, sugar and coffee, commercial agriculture in the 
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countries of Central America generally has been depressed for the past four or five 
years. However, it is the centuries-old development, expansion and diversification of 
this large scale commercial agriculture which is another major factor in explaining 
contemporary land-man conditions in Central America, particularly the plight of the 
growing legion o!.Jan<;!J~~-·ao_c_f __ n~?r...Jangless. The fact is that commercial agriculture 
has gradually absorbed most of the better land over the past 150 years, displacing and 
fragmenting the other agrarian production system in the countries of Central America 
of small parcel, largely subsistence agriculture which as yet has not gone through a 
sustained process of modernization. This characterizati_on of the CE..fJl~!-~!}J~...E.~.~~!~on 
systems and the long struggle between them is particularly apt with respect to El • • ••• -. - ·- - -·· .4 , ...... ~ - -~··'"'""'·· ·· --- .. -- .... .... ;,-~-... 

Salvador, Guatemala, Costa Rica and Honduras. 

Closed Political Systems 

A third major factor defining the character of the land problems in Central 
America are the more or less closed political systems dominated by traditional elites 
an.d their military allies, which resist and inhibit social and economic change. 
Effective political outlets for campesinos to express land grievances and seek redress 
have generally been conspicuous by their absence. This has been especially true of 
Guatemala and El Salvador. 

The Landless and Near Landless 

When exces~ive population growth rates, the expansion of land extensive 
commercial agriculture, and political institutions unresponsive to the problems being 
generated are put together, a causal pattern of the present !and-man conditions in 
Central America begins to emerge. These conditions concern primarily the landless --
tenant farmers, sharecroppers, agricultural laborers -- and near landless -- those 
small farmers who own or use a plot of land too small in size or too meager in 
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resources to support their households. The number of landless campesinos has 

increased virtually across the board in Central America over roughly the last two 

decades. In El Salvador, in 1980 before the present land reform programs took effect, 

there were roughly 4-80,000 rural six-person households, of which 300,000 were 

landless. In Guatemala, the estimated number of economically active landless 

agricultural workers in 1980 was 309,000. In Costa Rica, the bulk of the peasantry is 

now also landless. A rural proletariat of growing size, faced with land scarcity and . . . . : 

dim-to-hopeless employment prospec·ts in other sectors, is ind.eed an omnipresent and 
. . 

depressing reality in much of Central America today. l r, I ' n ');)~.<) ~' I. !J ..-t ------ -------·--

From the vantage point of the near-landless, the problems appear to be equally 

severe. For example, 88 percent of all Guatemala's farms in 1979 were of sub-family 

size (i.e. too small to provide for the needs of a family). Indeed, land use patterns 

suffer from distributional inequities of major dimension. A common pattern in 

Guatemala, Costa Rica, Honduras and pre-reform El Salvador has been land 

concentration in the hands of the few large landowners at the upper end of the size of 

holdings, and increasing fragmentation at the lower end for the mass of small 

farmers. To use the Guatemalan example again - where we have reasonably current 

and reliable figures - 78 percent of all farms are under 3.5 hectares (1 hectare = 2.5 

acres), while occupying but 10 percent of the land in farms. On the other end, land 

concentration is equally dramatic with farms of 4-50 hectares and larger constituting 

less than one (1) percent of the farms, bt.!t containing 34- percent of the lands in farms. 

This pattern of land concentration in Guatemala, as well as in other Central American 

countries, is further intensified by the fact that the farms which have the high quality 

lands under cultivation generally are found where land concentration is the greatest. 
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Land Reform Efforts in Central America 

With the exception of El Salvador, the agrarian reform efforts of the non

communist countries in Central America* over the last thirty (30) years have been 

inadequate in addressing the scope and complexity of the land issues involved. In 

Honduras, until recently, in Guatemala and in Costa 'Rica, primary reliance has been 

placed on piecemeal and expensive land colonization programs in considerable part on 

marginal or undeveloped lands. These programs have been insufficient in size, 

administratively troubled from the beginning and generally have fallen far short of 

expectations. Meanwhile, land invasions and squatting by the landless have become 

almost a way of life, with the land reform agencies having to spend an exorbitant 

amount of time adjudicating land conflicts. 

Only in El Salvador has there been a major effort to address wholesale the 

structural problems of land distribution, specifically with the two new programs which 

the government began in 1980: the Phase I cooperative program which expropriated all 

land holdings above 500 hectares, and distributed them to newly formed cooperatives 

composed mostly of the agricultural laborers already working on the large estates; and 

the Phase III program, commonly called the land-to-the-tiller program, which allows 

tenant farmers and share croppers to file title for the small · parcels (up to seven 

hectares) which they work. Owner-operated land cannot be claimed. (We shall discuss 

both of these programs in more detail in our oral presentation) 

* We will discuss the Sandinista land reform program in Nicaragua in our oral 
presentation. We would only note here that the program does not approach in 
scope or comprehensiveness the agrarian reform programs in El Salvador. Th.e 
former essentially nationalized Somoza lands which are now being administered 
coli ectively as State Farms. Primary emphasis has been placed on food 
production, while production in the private small farm sector, which as yet has 
not been collectivized, is being encouraged by government subsidized credit and 
fixed prices. 
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In Honduras, there is a hopeful new and ambitious program of land titling of 

small producers largely on public lands. Fully 7 5 percent of all farms in Honduras are 

occupied and cultivated by small farmers whose tenure is insecure. The goal of the 

program is to issue an estimated 100,000 new land titles over a four-year period. Given 

the apparent political will of the Suazo government to carry out this program and its 

recognition of the fact that falling agricultural productivity is inextricably linked to a 

land tenure system in disarray, there is reason for optimism that constructive social 

changes in man-land relations are in · the offing in Honduras~ 

The Compl~entarity of Political and Economic Effects 

The need for ·agrarian refo~m programs fitted to the varying circumstances of 

the different countries of the region is indeed manifest, as is the requirement for 

cooperation and financial and technical support by the U.S. Government. Both the 

programs ln El Salvador and Honduras are now fully supported by the Agency for 

International Development (AID), but this support must involve a long range 

commitment beyond the initial stages of land redistribution and stabilizing tenure 

rights. For example, agrarian reform programs must involve not only land 

redistribution to the actual tillers and fair compensation to the ex-landowners, but 

also the long-term expansion and modernization of vital agricultural services to the 

new owner-operators, e.g. credit and production inputs. The key factor in 

comprehending the significance of these programs is the complementarity of the 

political and economic effects of the reform. Agrarian reform, appropriately designed 

to local conditions, can have the mutually reinforcing effects of politically stabilizing 

and democratizing the countryside while increasing agricultural productivity, or more 

broadly, establishing the base of agricultural modernization~ The post World War II 

experience with agrarian reform programs in Japan, Taiwan and South Korea certainly 

bears out this conclusion. 
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L~st, the broad model or type of agrarian reform which best reflects Western 

values and which also has proven to be the ·most successful in developing countries in 

the post-colonial period, devolves ownership and production into a system of private, 

owner-operated farms - in the case of food crops, usually small, family-operated 

units. The alternative of collectivization, in numerous cases the handmaiden of 

totalitarian government, certainly has been less efficient and less competitive with 

other more open systems. 

U .5. Support of Land Reform 

The conversion of landless peasants into small owner-operators is 

unquestionably a powerful incentive and a dynamic force in the evolution of 

subsistence farmers into modern food producers. In Central American countries where 

the development of the rural sector is lagging and most of the people are landless, 

poverty-ridden, largely subsistence producers~ land redistribution options should be in 

the forefront of development choices. External donors such as the U.S. should not 

relegate land distribution options to the background as they are apt to do in favor of 

technical approaches to what are essentially non-technical problems. 

We would add that the United States has tended to embrace agrarian reform 

programs only very late in a typically unstable and violent process of social change, 

almost as a last resort in the face of threats inimical to U.S. interests, e.g., South 

Vietnam and El Salvador. AIFl.D would hope that this time perspective will change. 

The United States needs to encourage and support democratic and fair redistributive 

agrarian reform programs before the threshold of large scale social violence and 

disruption. There is of course a prior requirement of political will by host governments 

before external support and collaboration become meaningful. But the availability of 

. external financial and technical assistance can lessen the risks in what is usually a 

difficult political undertaking, especially in its early stages. 


